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“The charge is murder.”

The official red robes of a council member swayed about Councilor Raiden’s ankles as he paced. Vaan stood before the head of the Kaban Council, unable to believe the words he heard. Raiden couldn’t be serious. The hasty proceedings taking place made a mockery of the very penalty system Vaan had instituted.

He looked to his side, relieved at the stoic expressions on the faces of his finest warriors. Pride filled Vaan at the sight. His men would give no one the pleasure of witnessing their emotions. Each of his Warlords stood straight and proud. Dark heads tilted in arrogance, black leather clad legs braced wide, they appeared a fearsome group. They’d been stripped of their weapons upon arrival but empty chest harnesses meant nothing. A Warlord defined deadly even without a sword gripped in hand.

“How do you plead, Overlord Galip?”

His lip curled. Vaan Galip did not plead for any man. “I claim innocence of the actions. My warriors harmed no one and I stand behind them.”

His voice rang loud and clear.

Grumbles arose from the crowd which had gathered in the central hall of Vaan’s main compound. Warriors and servants idled by, ignoring their tasks in lieu of viewing the drama playing out before them. Vaan studied the expressions on their faces as well. Some looked pleased, their eyes full of vengeance. Ahal, it was the way of some. Others looked confused and doubtful as if they, too, could not imagine the claims against Vaan.

The head of the Council slowed his strides in front of Vaan but maintained the distance between them. Vaan counted on Raiden for the rare moments of clarity from the Council but today no such sign existed.

“Can you be certain of this claim?”

Vaan’s fists clenched in the shackles they’d fastened on his wrists. His nostrils flared at the insult the Councilor’s question implied. Vaan took a step forward, separating himself from his warriors and drawing everyone’s attention. How far would the Council and his uncle, Dakar, go and what purpose did it serve to place murder at his door? “Do you doubt me?”

Councilor Raiden shoved his hands into the pockets of his robes. “We but question the truth, Overlord.”

Tension radiated from Vaan’s men. Suppressed violence simmered in the air. They waited to follow his lead, knowing the charges against them were frivolous at best. The Anane supported all nomadic tribes crossing their land with offers of food and water. His Warlords knew Vaan would never send out an order for one of them to decimate the entire village of innocent men, women and youngling. His uncle and the Council sought to ignite tempers.

When Raiden passed a second time, Vaan’s gaze strayed to his uncle wearing similar robes yet holding his silence. Vaan didn’t bother to hide his snarl. How dare they question him?

“I speak truth, Councilor Raiden. Ever have my actions been for the benefit of Kaban.” Another step placed Vaan directly in line with the path of Raiden’s pacing. The muscles in Vaan’s arms flexed as he raised his bound hands. “I will personally punish those found guilty.”

Vaan turned to eye their nervous faces after issuing the threat. Councilor Raiden jerked and paled. His infernal pacing came to an end. Shadows danced behind his brown eyes as he sought Vaan’s uncle. Best they should fear him. All of them, Vaan added as his gaze roamed over the men who made up the Kaban Council. The five robed figures who sat on the Council were pompous fools and never more so than now when they tried to lay claim to this atrocity at his feet.

Vaan kept Dakar in his line of sight to witness his reaction as well. His uncle’s dark hair lay neatly about his broad shoulders. No marks marred a face eerily similar to Vaan’s. His shoulders appeared wide beneath the elaborate robes of a Council member. Vaan sneered. Dakar shamed the family name by choosing to sit as a member of the Council instead of defending Kaban with his sword. His uncle blanched when he dared meet Vaan’s gaze.

“Let us waste no more time,” Vaan declared. If they truly cared about bringing justice forth, they’d let Vaan and his Warlords seek out the true offenders.

Councilor Raiden firmed his shoulders and faced the small gathering. Those allowed in the hall to watch shifted on restless feet. “We will drink to health and long life before proceeding.”

To refuse would make Vaan look inconsiderate. A smug smile spread across Dakar’s thin lips. It pleased him to hear an excuse to delay. Vaan cared not for consideration but bid his time. He gave Raiden a terse nod, releasing his consent.

One of the house serving girls immediately came forward. She wore the blue and silver colors of the Galip household. The ankle length dress hugged a curvy figure Vaan well remembered. Neera removed the lid of the gold tray and extended her arms, offering curved blue mugs bearing the stylized G of Vaan’s seal. Other servants joined her with mug laden trays for the Councilors.

Vaan stood, legs planted apart. Each Warlord waited on him for guidance. As their Overlord, they made no moves without his approval. The Councilors, his uncle included, stared awaiting his response. Fine. Vaan wanted to see this played out and then he would rain terror on the perpetrators.

“We drink,” Vaan agreed, “but the matter will be resolved now.”

With their hands tied in front of them, Neera carefully handed each of his Warlords the mugs of hot wine. Vaan tossed his back in one swallow, his men following suit. Neera quickly approached to collect the empty cups. When her blue eyes met Vaan’s, they skittered away and the tray in her hands rattled. She made haste in her escape.

A frown tugged at Vaan’s lips. Neera and he ended their bed play mutually. She had no cause to fear Vaan. He’d earned his reputation on the battlefield honestly but voiced no complaints with his servants as long as they met his expectations. All knew of the Overlord’s harsh dealings with those who displeased him but he ruled with fairness when possible. His confusion with Neera’s reaction reinforced his rage. He did not make war on women and youngling. These claims were ridiculous. Vaan renewed his vow to find the true culprits. Nothing else would take priority.

“To honor!” his uncle cheered and finished his drink in one go as well.

The other Councilors sipped from their mugs, unused to hard drink. Huddled together in a small group, they stood so close the hems of their robes brushed. Vaan rolled his eyes at the visible display of their clannish ways. They appeared like women hovering in a kitchen to share a moment of gossip.

Vaan had enough of this farce. He straightened his shoulders and stared coldly at his uncle. “Enough. You will present this proof you say you have and we will be done with this matter.”

Vaan suffered no love lost for his father’s brother. The man believed his position on the Kaban Council made him invincible. For Dakar, power truly had bloated his heart. If not for Vaan and his Warlords, the Council would lose the prestige they loved to lord over everyone’s head, his uncle included.

Dakar glared at Vaan for the interruption before turning. He signaled one of the warriors Vaan hadn’t noticed entering the room. Vaan waited, knowing his face revealed none of his inner emotions. Emotions which warned him to be leery of his uncle’s machinations.

“Warlord Thenl, speak before the assemblage and tell us your shame.”

Shame? Vaan clenched his hands tighter in the bonds. Muted anger throbbed in his chest. The warrior, Thenl, entered the hall and stepped forward to the front of the assemblage. His blond hair, rare among Kabanians, lay in a tangle about his bare shoulders. The customary black leather leggings appeared stained and soiled as if he had traveled quickly.

Thenl had recently achieved Warlord status despite Vaan’s desire for the youth to train longer. Something about him was not quite right. Instead, Vaan had trusted Argan’s judgment and moved the young man forward in the promotion. Thenl had been given a troop of ten warriors. The smallest contingent possible Vaan could assign him without causing insult to his newly gained status.

Vaan eyed the youth closely. Thenl’s smile as he swaggered forward caused a tug of foreboding in Vaan’s gut. He nodded to Dakar then looked over Vaan and the other restrained Warlords. His blue eyes glowed with a malicious light and his mouth curved in a cocky smile. The look reeked of superiority. Vaan controlled the urge to roll his eyes at the posturing. A true Warlord had no need of such displays.

Argan, Vaan’s best friend and longest appointed Warlord, staggered into his side. With his hands restrained, Vaan could only brace his weight until his friend recovered. Argan straightened, a flush staining his cheeks.

“Is all well?” Vaan murmured low. His trusted commander was ever composed.

“The wine.” Argan shook his dark head and blinked. He paused and cracked his neck to the side. “Something was amiss with the wine, Overlord.”

Vaan’s eyes narrowed. He turned his head slightly, observing his other Warlords. Strong men. Men who fought fiercely in battle, yet glassy eyes stared back. A few slumped their heads on their shoulders. Each of them looked seconds away from collapse. Something was indeed amiss.

Vaan turned back to face Thenl and his Uncle Dakar. Excitement glittered in their eyes. A feverish light gave their gazes an evil tint. What was their end goal? Vaan remembered his feelings of misgiving about the missive he’d received four days past from the Council. The basic words demanded Vaan’s presence and that of his fifteen.

Typically, he would have burned the letter and not responded but it promised answers about the destruction of Anane and he could not refuse the opportunity to find out those answers.

It was up to Vaan as Overlord to maintain the peace of the Kaban land and its borders. He’d fought and battled for the right. What happened to Anane needed resolving, thus he and his Warlords had traveled fast and far back to Vaan’s home. The home he rarely resided in due to his constant travel and battles. The home his uncle commandeered for this farce.

A simple order and any of the warriors present would raise arms to fight on Vaan’s behalf but he held back the words from his tongue.

“I stand here to speak truth and demand forgiveness,” Thenl started. “I am but a mere warrior who follows orders.”

Vaan grunted. Thenl’s past consisted of unfounded boasts and challenging behavior that did not support his claims of humility. Vaan waited to hear the words Thenl would spew forth but he did not expect what the Warlord said next.

“Two weeks ago, I accepted the Overlord’s command to be silent about Anane.” Thenl bowed his head and his shoulders hunched forward. “I watched with reluctance as the Overlord and his top Warlords destroyed the village.”

Vaan clenched his teeth at the falsehood. Thenl’s announcement had those in the gathering gasping and crying out. His people, his warriors subjected to this. Rage coiled in his belly. Blood pounded at his temples.

“I am saddened to hear this news. Why do you come forward now, Warlord?” Dakar made sure his eyes connected with everyone. Were those tears in his stare?

Vaan couldn’t stop a growl from escaping. Thenl was hapfe piss. His words nothing but lies. Vaan had no cause to give such a command. Not only because such actions were wrong but destroying entire encampments or villages created deep rooted feelings of hatred among the people that could never be overcome. As Overlord, Vaan ruled many and inspired loyalty in twice that number. He did not attain such a position of power and rule by killing without reason.

“My actions did not sit well on my heart. Thirty-five men, women and youngling slain.” Thenl’s voice choked and a solitary tear rolled down his cheek.

“Lie,” Argan snapped, unable to maintain his silence.

Thenl frowned and waved his hand toward Vaan and the men by his side. “Hear me assembled warriors. You are like blind shep following the Overlord’s command. I witnessed with my eyes the destruction reeked by his top Warlords while the Overlord stood by and laughed. I can hold my lips no more.”

Vaan narrowed his eyes and listened as Thenl condemned him with words. The betrayal stung sharply.

Dakar clapped Thenl on the back. “Be at ease, warrior. My nephew’s control has ever been lax. All have seen him under Fenal’s grip.”

Vaan forced the breath in his chest to move in and out without constriction. He never struggled with control outside of battle. Vaan admitted to falling under Fenal during a skirmish. Many warriors suffered battle rage when their blood ran hot and Vaan professed to be no different. But he did not order a raid on Anane and he did not kill innocents. Vaan turned his head to see how his Warlords accepted this false claim but the room spun around him.

Argan’s glazed eyes widened in concern but Vaan’s vision wavered. Had their wine truly been tampered with? Thenl and Dakar didn’t seem to suffer any ill-effects.

“The Council members and I all spoke with Warlord Thenl and the warriors under his charge. The claim is truth. How do you plead, I ask again, Overlord Vaan Galip?”

“Lie,” Vaan said and swallowed thickly. His uncle’s visage blurred but Vaan spoke the next words clearly over his nausea. “I and my Warlords did not destroy Anane.”

“Would you remember if Fenal rode you hard?” Councilor Raiden questioned in a reasonable tone. His head cocked to the side as he awaited a viable answer to explain.

Vaan stumbled back a step. Two of his Warlord’s closed ranks around him. Vaan tried to shake his vision clear. What was the question? Fenal.

It was a fact that warriors did not often recall their actions under the battle rage named for Vaan’s ruthless ancestor, Fenal Galip. Fenal had gone to battle against a contingent of soldiers from Desani. With only his sword and his mount, a pure bred hapfe, Fenal killed one hundred Desani men before the sun lowered it’s presence from the sky.

Fenal walked away from the battle with naught but scratches. All spoke of the fire and passion that burned within as he fought for the bride who’d been stolen from him. Fenal reigned victorious that day and lived to witness the birth of three youngling with his bride. Youngling who upheld the name of Galip with honor and pride.

Vaan struggled to focus on his uncle. It amazed him to share kinship with such a deceitful creature. Dakar smiled at Vaan. The smile spoke of victory. Vaan turned and his legs buckled. He hit the stone floor hard, his knees taking the brunt. “I. Did. Not. Attack. Anane. Not under Fenal and not under a clear head. I gave no such order.”

His men began to fall to the floor around him. Their large frames dropped with loud crashes.

Dakar sucked in a breath. “If you continue to lie, it is no wonder that the Council decided on our course of action.”

His uncle’s words, combined with his lack of concern for their visible suffering, convinced Vaan. As much as he wanted to refute the answer in his mind, the evidence made it clear. 

“Poison,” Vaan spat. Shocked cries filled the room. Treachery. Vaan struggled to his feet. He would not meet his judgment on his knees. “What do you plan, Uncle?”

For surely Dakar had one. Vaan just needed an opening. One opportunity to reach Thenl’s weapon and then he’d destroy his father’s brother. He’d use the weapon and cleave the man in half for his actions this day.

Vaan glimpsed the budding excitement on Thenl’s face. Hapfe dung. Vaan would send Thenl back to the dung pile his mother birthed him in. The insult did nothing to relieve Vaan’s anger. The way the Council members avoided his eyes gave Vaan the answer he sought before the words were spoken.

“Death to you for your actions.”

Vaan expected prevarication.

“Death to the Warlords who stand at your side.”

His brethren. Men who’d bled for him, stood for him and never once gave him cause to doubt.

“You are a fool, Uncle.” The words stumbled from his numb lips.

Dakar’s face paled and his uncle took a step back. His hands pressed deeply into the pockets of his robe. Thenl and his uncle stood side by side. A warrior and a man representing the mouth of the Kaban people. United, they presented an evil front.

“You know I did not do this, yet you stand in judgment. My Warlords are honorable men.”

The crowd got louder. Some not so sure of today’s events. They believed in Vaan and what he stood for.

A vein throbbed at Dakar’s temple. “Too much power for one is dangerous.”

Spittle fell from his uncle’s lips when he made the claim. Thenl placed a calming hand on Dakar’s robe covered shoulders. Vaan mouth twisted in disgust. A muscle in his jaw ticked, seeing them standing together.

Galip were warriors, not men who mouthed words with double meaning. If Vaan had his way, he’d replace each of the council with men of his choosing. Wise men who did not cower behind the safety of their robes, the distinctive color telling all of their position and power. 

Power, which gave them a false sense of command over the Overlord, though Vaan often failed to heed their words and warnings. He’d never blindly listen to them when they feared every action and would keep Kaban fighting for many years more with nary a sight of peace ahead.

Vaan nodded even as the action made the floor sway beneath his feet. “So that is the reason for your final act of betrayal. You fear the depth of my power. I control half of the Kaban territory. My Warlords enforce my law by word and actions. After months of talks, the Desani are interested in an alliance. If I get King Tarik Sabarn to agree, it brings peace and all will hail my efforts.”

Dakar pointed a shaking finger in his direction. “Witness, his words! Overlord Vaan Galip, my brother’s son, is bloated with his power.”

“I seek peace,” Vaan grit out, losing his composure. Blood pulsed through his veins and his heart picked up its beat to match his emotions. “We have been at war for centuries and at last, a cool head rules the Desani. The king who sits on the throne is reasonable. He’d have peace among us.”

No more warring. No more battles to fight and finally a chance for Vaan to settle down and find a woman to birth his younglings. He was unwilling to take on such a family commitment when times were still turbulent and an enemy could easily use them against him. He would not be like Fenal and risk a woman’s life because of his constant battles.

Thenl interrupted by laughing. No humor filled the braying sound. Thenl sauntered closer. Brave in the face of Vaan’s bound hands and absent sword. “The Desani are known for trickery. They can not be trusted.”

Those around nodded, the warriors of his home as well. They listened to the lies and believed because they could not see, as Vaan could, that a better way existed. A time of peace could be had.

Vaan took a deep cleansing breath and pulled his shoulders back despite the unnatural fatigue taxing his muscles. “Then they’d make good allies as it seems I can not trust my blood-kin or a newly appointed Warlord.”

There was no mistaking Vaan’s meaning. Dakar and Thenl flushed red.

“Enough,” Dakar declared. “You have been sentenced. For the good of Kaban, we ask your warriors to surrender their coccar.”

A smile stretched across Vaan’s face. Ahal. So be it. His uncle would love to get his hands on the insects that created the skin induced armor formed by the coccar beetle. The small blue green insect could only be found in the desert nestled beneath the sinking sands. A single sting from the coccar could kill a full grown man in less than an hour.

Vaan did not understand why the Blessed One let him survive its killing sting. He fully prepared to die the night he’d felt the bitter sting in the heel of his left foot. A small tear in the sole of his boot allowed the insect to penetrate Vaan’s skin. But death did not greet him with open arms.

The ancestors spoke of a bond with the deadly insects for those who survived the sting. While Vaan lay on his death bed, strange dreams came to him. In his dream, the beady red eyes of the coccar stared at him for endless moments and spoke to Vaan mind to mind.

The coccar promised protection for him and all the Warlords unlike any had witnessed before in exchange for Vaan’s assistance in rescuing the insects’ nest mates. Vaan rose from his death bed stronger than ever to the astonishment of his Warlords who’d started the mourning process.

Vaan traveled back to the spot of his injury, careful to not let the sinking sands swallow him whole. The coccar guided him to where twenty other insects hid in a shallow spot in the sand. Using an empty leather water pouch, Vaan placed the other coccar inside. The first coccar, who’d stung Vaan, referred to himself as Primary.

Primary showed Vaan the true gift of his promise that day. The insect crawled up Vaan’s neck and used its sharp tail to puncture his flesh and burrow beneath the skin of Vaan’s collarbone. After a moment of discomfort, Primary once again spoke to Vaan mind to mind. “Call forth my protection, Overlord.”

Unsure how he knew, the words fell from Vaan’s lips without prompting. “Armor up.”

Within seconds, a scale like armor spread over Vaan’s body. It covered him from his throat, across his chest and down his torso. The bluish green armor resembled the shell of the coccar and flowed along his body with its square shaped pattern. The armor proved stronger than any weapon forged by man. No blade could penetrate its protective covering. It served Vaan and his men well in battle.

“The coccar can not be removed.” The lie fell easily from Vaan’s lips. “It is a bond to the death.”

In truth, Primary had never disclosed to Vaan if it were possible to transfer the coccar to another. The insects burrowed beneath the skin of the chosen and never surfaced.

Thenl’s lips thinned upon hearing this news. “Tell us how to create the bond.”

Vaan licked his dry lips. He knew many traveled to the desert to catch coccar in attempts to recreate the humanoid body armor Vaan and his men enjoyed. The few warriors who discovered the insects and attempted to capture them, died from the poison of their wicked stings.

What Primary offered Vaan could not be recreated by force. With the symbiotic bug embedded beneath their skin, Vaan’s men admitted to sharper instincts.

“Not possible.” The words sounded slurred to Vaan’s ears. Hapfe dung. He’d really consumed poison. He closed his eyes briefly. Ahal, so be it. He preferred a warrior’s death in battle but if this was his end, he’d accept it. His men, unfortunately, would pay the price for his misplaced trust.

“It is foolish to take the advantage of the armor to your death,” Dakar chimed in while Thenl’s lips flattened further and his eyes glowered.

The warrior had begged Vaan on numerous occasions to take him to the desert in search of his own coccar but Vaan refused. Vaan was glad of that now.

Thenl and Dakar cast furtive looks at one another. The other Councilors glanced anxiously about—as they should. What these evil men sought to do would ruin all Vaan and his men fought for. Without Vaan and his top Warlords, who knew what would befall Kaban.

Vaan’s remaining Warlords shuffled closer to him. Then one by one fell to their knees until only Argan remained at his side. If Vaan was as pale as his friend looked, the poison acted quickly. Was there a way for them to escape this unscathed? Many times in the past when all seemed lost, Primary had given Vaan direction in battle that turned the tide but the coccar remained silent.

Vaan grunted in frustration. He’d led his men to their death with his pride and belief that no one could defeat them. Argan slumped to the floor beside him. Vaan refused the emotions crashing through his chest at the sight.

He faced all those present, but his words were for his uncle and Thenl. “I sought peace. I fought for it and my men fought for it. We protected Kaban and her people. You will destroy all of it for your greed.” He allowed a moment for his words to sink in. “I will die with honor and the stain will mark you and your sons for years to come. Poison is a woman’s treachery. Your actions speak of the man within who is not a warrior.”

Their expressions blanched. Then the world faded to black and his body tilted to the side. May the Blessed One welcome me to the Hills, he thought.

***
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Thenl controlled his pleasure as the mighty Warlords fell to the floor one by one. Vaan, the tough bastard, lasted until all the others passed out before crumbling himself. The Councilors immediately began talking amongst themselves. The stench of their fear laden talk filled Thenl with disgust.

Dakar alone stayed firm on the plan they’d hatched. “The poison worked quickly as you promised. Let us take them to the courtyard and burn their bodies. It will warn others to the fact that brutality will not be tolerated.”

Yes, Dakar remained committed to the plan, though it burned Thenl’s gut not to attain the secret of the coccar. No need trying to pry it from the bodies of the dead men. That had happened once when one of Vaan’s warriors passed on to the Hills to join the Blessed One.

Instead of the insect emerging to connect with another, it chose to die. The armored shell turned to dust upon the warrior’s body within hours.

“I claim last rites.” The shouted request came from the back.

Thenl gazed over the small crowd present for judgment. A cloaked figure made its way to the front. Men and women stepped aside, clearing a path to the front. Dakar gasped when the figure pushed back the heavy brown hood upon reaching him. Murmurs rumbled through the crowd.

“Ashaya.”

She nodded but spared no glance for Dakar. Ashaya. Thenl knew of her but this was his first time seeing her face to face. Even with years upon her, she posed a beautiful physique with dark lush hair falling about a smooth unlined face.

“Last rites,” Thenl stalled. He hadn’t thought of this.

“Yes, Vaan is my son. An honored warrior for years. His men escorted me to my sister’s home upon my husband’s death.” Her black eyes glittered but her posture remained demure. She waited patiently for Thenl to speak.

The crowd began to murmur. Chatter rose and spread until all knew who stood before him. Ashaya’s husband had been an honored Warlord who met his death in battle. None understood why she’d left her home immediately after and not taken her oldest son. Instead, she’d left Vaan behind in warrior training under his uncle’s care while she took Vaan’s younger brother and moved in with her sister.

Thenl had two choices. He could strike her request down where she stood and ruin the hard work he’d put in to destroy Vaan’s reputation among the Kabanian people. Months spent planning how he’d take down the Overlord and his Warlords would be wasted. His other option required he at least look sympathetic.

Last rites granted the family member a day of mourning with the body of their loved one. He could spare his vengeance a day to add to his look as the sympathetic Warlord. When the fervor calmed, they’d all name Thenl the new Overlord.

“It shall be granted, honored Ashaya.”

She straightened her shoulders and Vaan’s black eyes stared back at Thenl. “I would honor his Warlords as well. They have no family present to fulfill the obligation.”

Curse her, Thenl thought.

Dakar spoke before Thenl. Ever the eager fool. “Granted. We will load the bodies in a wagon and put them in the courtyard. Come morning when you are done grieving, we will set them ablaze. An end fit for their actions.”

At last a reaction crossed her bland features and she paled.

“With their swords,” she added, regaining her composure effortlessly. “So the Blessed One will know they fought well.”
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Chapter 2
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“You’re sure?” Doubt colored her tone.

“Yes, Miki,” her old noan huffed as he trudged along side her across the rocky hilltop. “The old tales spoke of how cunning she was.”

He braced the long wood staff in the ground and leaned his weight on it. Miki paused to check the lacings of her tanned boots. The move allowed her to give the man who’d raised her from a youngling, a chance to catch up. Sweat gleamed on his bald head when he reached her side. His chest rose and fell with each panting breath beneath his overlong grey tunic.

Miki stood and brushed non-existent dirt from her favorite yellow tunic and tan leggings. Her hand trembled as she studied the aged map and journal once more.

She couldn’t believe she attempted this course of action. Miki considered herself strong willed. Stubborn some would say but this ill advised trek into the hills stretched beyond any of her prior rebellions. If only going to the mystic caverns wasn’t so important.

“Ashaya may well be revered for saving us as well if this is truth,” Miki pondered aloud as she slowed her pace for him. The woman Ashaya Galip held prominence in the history annuals for her clever maneuvers three years ago.

With the aid of an unknown friend, Ashaya managed to smuggle out the two wagons containing the bodies of the fifteen Warlords and that of her son, the Overlord. The stories claimed she hid their bodies to rise again later and bring glory to Kaban.

According to the worn journal Miki possessed, Ashaya discovered the plot to kill her son too late to warn Vaan Galip but with a servant’s help, she managed to switch the poison for a drug that caused deep sleep. At the time, the Kabanians believed Thenl’s lies. Others went along with the judgment for the chance at power themselves without the Overlord to stand in their way. The attack on Anane provided the perfect opportunity for betrayal.

Many remembered the horror of the slaughter. There were youngling slain in their sleep. Women and men without fighting skills struck down where they stood. As Ashaya described it in her journal, the sight would never be erased from her mind’s eye.

But things did not go as planned after the disappearance of the Overlord and his men. Those that turned against him and believed the lies suffered under the leadership of Thenl. Warriors faltered under the Council’s rule without the strong hand and guidance of the Overlord and his top Warlords. The tentative truce with Desani fell through in days and the tide of war shifted in favor of the Desani King.

Now the Kabanians sought an alliance with Mikayla’s people because their land bordered Kaban and Desani. The land Overlord Vaan tried to unite now struggled. The Raasa were fools for believing there was any honor left in Warlord Thenl.

The Council members strained to maintain control under Thenl and Dakar. Poor rule, betrayal and lack of honor left the Kaban territory ripe for the picking. The people suffered under strife and chaos.

Miki double checked the map and her surroundings. The dirt path she followed veered sharply to the right. Overgrown brush covered what previously provided a clear trail up the hill side. Thank the Blessed One Miki traveled during the mid-day. At night, she’d easily lose her way.

If what she planned worked, everything in her life was about to change. “Almost there, No-No.” She reverted to the name she’d used for him as a youngling. The reminder also acted as motivation.

His tired smile rewarded her efforts. “I will rest, little one. You go on.”

Eran promptly sat on the ground and folded his knobby legs beneath him. Miki paused. Doubt at her course of action plagued her. “Are you sure we can trust the journal belonged to Ashaya Galip?”

Pale green eyes blinked up at her as he laid the walking stick beside him. “I trusted the friend who left the journal into my keeping. Those are Ashaya‘s words, I assure you.”

Miki accepted his words. She needed to hurry. Someone would report her absence if she did not return soon. As the head of her household and a female, she was to be under guard continually. “You will rest and be here when I return?”

Leaving him alone did not leave her with a feeling of comfort. Eran spread his thin arms wide and glanced around the hills and wooded terrain. “Be at ease, my youngling. No danger lurks here since we alone dared this journey.”

His lips turned down in a grimace, baring the tips of his fangs as he adjusted his seat. Miki clicked her teeth and hesitated further. She wished they had chosen to ride. They were an hours journey by foot from home, less if one traveled by hapfe. Few animals equaled the speed of the dun colored bi-pedal creatures.

“I’ll not tarry. If the caverns are empty, I’ll make haste returning.”

Eran’s wrinkled faced creased with his smile. His thin chest heaved beneath his worn grey tunic. Mikayla studied him closer and realization hit her.

“Noan.” His name broke past her lips on a whisper of sound and Mikayla hurried to his side, dropping to her knees.

He patted her hand. “Cease. You need not be saddened. I have seen many morning tides and the Blessed One has allowed a portion of those to be spent caring for my little Mikayla.”
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